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INTRODUCTION
Oil palm is one of Nigeria's most important food and cash crop. Its major product palm oil, which is used for food, is rich in carotene, which is a precursor of vitamin A. It is also used in the manufacture of soaps and other detergents. Palm kernel oil which is extracted from the nut is used in the manufacture of margarine and oil based confectioneries. UNIDO's(1992) Industrial Development Review Series for Nigeria and other countries (1975 -1980) , showed that the quantity of palm oil produced in the country was at one time more than is produced in the whole of West Africa. Up to 1965, Nigeria was the largest world exporter of palm oil and kernel. Nigeria's export of palm oil and palm kernel constituted 21 percent and 50 percent respectively of total world exports of these commodities between 1963 and 1965 (FAO, 1970 . However, the future of this precious commodity began to crumble in the midsixties after the discovery of petroleum. Most of the plantations were neglected, consequently, Nigeria dropped out from the list of world exporters of palm produce.
According to the Food and Agriculture Organisation (1987) , Nigeria's contribution to the world palm market fell from 39 percent between 1961 and 1965 to 11.9 percent in the period of 1980 to 1984. The UNIDO (1992) report also shows that between 1980 and 1984 the country's palm kernel production fell from 39.9 percent to 16.8 percent. According to Usoro (1974) , the production and processing of oil palm production constitute important sources of employment to many rural dwellers that own wide groves of less than 2 hectares.. The trees are of unimproved varieties that have low yield and limited resistance to diseases, and take about eight to ten years to mature, growing over 30 feet high with an average yield of 1.21 bunch weight (Njoku, 1990) . The height of the trees make harvesting very difficult especially during the rainy season, when climbing becomes almost impossible. These trees do not receive any care; the result is a perpetuation of low yields and output, widespread hunger, malnutrition and disease among rural dwellers.
In order to overcome these problems and increase the productive capacity of farmers, the Nigerian government instituted the Oil Palm Rehabilitation Programme in the early 1980's under the Ministry of Agriculture and Natural resources and specifically, under the Small holder Oil Palm Management Unit (SMU) which is responsible for implementing the Oil Palm Rehabilitation Programme (OPRP). The OPRP was designed to encourage farmers to move away from traditional oil palm production and processing technologies to improved technologies that would increase yield and quality of product and at the same time alleviate poverty. These improved technologies are sourced from research findings of the Nigerian Institute for Oil Palm Research (NIFOR). Improved technologies and inputs from NIFOR include the use of improved varieties, inorganic fertilizers, insecticides and herbicides, as well as, planting of leguminous cover crops, ring weeding and pruning practices. Also in order to improve extraction efficiency and increase palm oil processing, three types of mechanical processing techniques were introduced. They include the screw press, the pioneer oil mill and the hydraulic press. Efforts have been made to disseminate these technologies to farmers (NIFOR, 1981) . This research was therefore, designed to:
1. describe methods of acquiring land and financing oil palm farming activities in the area; 2. determine the extent of adoption of improved oil palm production and processing 3. technologies by farmers in the study area; 4. ascertain the relative importance of information sources on the adoption of improved oil palm technologies; and 5. ascertain the major constraints to the adoption of improved oil palm production and processing technologies.
METHODOLOGY
Arochukwu Local Government Area is one of the 17 local government areas (LGAs) in Abia
State. The LGA is made up of twelve autonomous communities with a population of 97,000 persons (FOS, 1996) . Five town communities namely, Arochukwu, Abam, Ihie, Ohaeke and Ututu were randomly selected for the study. Out of each community, ten oil palm farmers were randomly selected, giving a total of fifty respondents. A structured interview schedule was used to collect relevant information from the respondents.
To determine the extent of adoption of improved oil palm production and processing technologies, improve practices were listed out and the respondents were asked to indicate their adoption stages using the seven-step adoption model (unawareness, awareness, interest, evaluation, trial, adoption and rejection) for the various oil palm technologies.
To determine farmers' perception of the importance of the available information sources and their preferred sources of information on improved oil palm technologies, the farmers were asked to indicate their most important sources of information on improved oil palm technologies, as well as, the source they would prefer if asked to choose only one source information. To find out the major constraints to adoption of the practices, a Likert-type scale was developed with values of 4,3,2,1 and 0 to represent "to a very great extent", "to some extent", "to a great extent" "to a little extent" and "not at all", respectively. These values were added to get 10 and then later divided by 5 to obtain a cut-off point of 2.0. Variables with mean scores of 2 and above were regarded as major constraints while variables with mean scores below 2 were regarded as minor constraints. Percentages and mean scores were used to summarise the data collected
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION Socio-Economic Profile of the Oil Palm Farmers
Majority (86 percent) of the farmers were males, as women traditionally do not own palm plantations in the area, except in households headed by women, but played a Agwu A.E. more active role in processing and marketing of palm produce. A majority of them (68 percent) were relatively old (50 years and above). Most of the oil palm farmers (84 percent) were married with household sizes ranging from 3 -14 people. The average household size was 6. Fifty-four percent were primarily engaged in agricultural production. Educationally, 86 percent of the respondents were literate while 14 percent had no formal education. This could have a positive effect on adoption of innovative oil palm practices. The average number of years of experience of the respondents in oil palm production was approximately 14. Majority (62 percent) of the farmers had between 0.1-5.99 hectares of oil palm plantation and hence could be regarded as small-scale farmers (Shaib et al, 1997) . Also, majority (92 percent) of the farmers belonged to one or more social/ farmers organizations. These organizations could serve as channels for extension contact with large number of the farmers, as well as, offer pportunities for participatory interaction with extension organizations. Acquisition of Oil Palm Land Entries in Table 2 show that oil palm lands were acquired in many ways, namely, inheritance, lease, pledge and purchase. The
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lease method of acquiring oil palm land in the area refers to giving out community lands to users, who in turn pay some amount yearly to the community as rent. If finally the community wants to sell the land, those cultivating the land were the most probable buyers. While, pledge method of acquiring oil palm land refers to an agreement between the land owner and the user, whereby the owner uses his piece of land to pledge to the user in return for a need, after which the user may finally own the land if the owner fails to fulfill the agreement. Results from the study indicted that 52 percent of the respondents acquired their oil palm through inheritance, while 16 percent of them acquired their land through lease. Only about 6 percent of the respondents acquired their oil palm land through pledge while the remaining 26 percent acquired their oil palm land by purchase.
Financing of Oil Palm Farming Activities.
Table 2 also shows that 38 percent of the respondents financed their farming activities through private savings, 10 percent of the respondents financed their farming activities through borrowing from friends, while 14 percent financed their farming activities through loans from banks. Also, 22 percent of the respondents financed their farming activities through family financing (farm family income), while 16 percent of the respondents financed their farming activities through loans from cooperative societies in which they belonged to. This finding indicates that most of the smallholder oil palm farmers in Southeastern Nigeria do not benefit from institutionalized sources of credit. 
Extent of Adoption of Improved Oil Palm Technologies
Data in Table 3 show that all the respondents adopted the following technologies: general slashing of palm plantation at least twice yearly and pruning/removal of dead and/or diseased leaves from the farm. Majority (98 percent) of the respondents practiced ring weeding and mulching of oil palm stands after weeding. Eighty-six percent of the respondents used improved seed varieties, while 60 percent used fertilizer in their oil palm plantations. The high adoption levels for these technologies could be associated with farmers awareness that the technologies increase yields and minimize loses. Again, apart from the use of fertilizer,
which recorded high adoption score, the other technologies were cultural practices, which could be accomplished through the use of family and/or hired labour and hence were relatively easier to adopt.
The table also reveals that only 32 percent, 22 percent, 20 percent and 16 of the respondents had, respectively adopted the use of oil palm processing mills, planting of leguminous cover crops, spraying of insecticides to control pest and diseases and use of herbicides to control weeds in their palm plantations. A study by Okoro, (1991) shows a similar trend namely, that only 19.6 percent, 19.2 percent, 14.4 percent and 8.8 percent of the sample in his study adopted the use of mechanized mills for processing oil palm fruits, planting of leguminous cover crops, spraying against pests and diseases and use of herbicides for weed control on their oil palm plantation. The low adoption levels could be attributed to high cost, unavailability, as well as complexity associated with the use of these technologies. Again, field observations show that women are culturally responsible for carrying out some of these practices manually. This could also have contributed to low adoption of the technologies by farmers Major Reasons for Growing Improved Oil Palms Table 4 summarizes the major reasons for growing improved oil palm by farmers in the area. The data show that majority (94 percent) of the respondents cited high yield and production of good quality oil as their major reasons for growing improved oil palm. Seventy-four percent indicated high market values of the produce as their reason, while 40 percent of the farmers stated disease resistance as their major reason. Also, 36 percent and 26 percent of the respondents, respectively, cited early maturity of the varieties and ease of processing its fruits. The findings indicate that high yield and production of good quantity oil constituted major objectives of the farmers and hence should guide research efforts in breeding of improved oil palm varieties for future adoption by farmers. Table 5 shows farmers' perceived importance and preference for available sources of information on improved oil palm technologies. Majority (42.67 percent) of farmers perceived the extension agents as the most important source of information. About 25 percent and 16 percent of the farmers indicated that NIFOR staff and fellow oil palm armers were important sources of information. Other important sources of information on improved oil palm technologies were friends/neighbours/relations (10.67 percent) and radio/television programmes (5.33 percent). The table further shows that a high proportion (40.0 percent) of the farmers preferred discussing with extension agents on issues relating to improved oil palm technologies, while 32 percent preferred NIFOR staff. Those who preferred consulting fellow oil palm farmers and friends/neighbours/relations were 12 percent and 10 percent, respectively. Only 6 percent of the farmers preferred the use of radio/television programmes as major sources of information on oil palm technologies. Extension agents, NIFOR staff and fellow oil palm farmers ranked first, second and third respectively; both in order of importance and preference. The findings indicate that the mass media (radio/television programmes) did not play a major role in informing farmers about improved oil palm technologies in the area and hence contradict earlier findings of Bogunjoko (1983) and Omenesa (1992) . However, this could be as result of the commercialization of radio/television station in Nigeria, which constrains the use of radio/television to create mass awareness of research findings through weekly broadcasts (Arokoyo, 1998) . Again, the findings further confirm the dominant importance of extension agents as primary sources of information for farmers on new farm technologies (Iwueke, 1987; Arokoyo, 1998) . The reliance of a majority of the respondents on extension agents as a source of information on improved oil palm technologies implies the need for the provision of adequate incentives for extension workers so as to attain the highest level of performance in serving the farmers. 
Sources of Information on Improved Oil Palm Technologies

Major Constraints to Adoption of Improved Oil Palm Production and Processing Technologies
Data in Table 6 show the constraints associated with the use of improved oil palm production technologies. The table shows that high cost of agro-chemicals (insecticides and herbicides) ( x = 3.96), high cost of fertilizers ( x = 3.86) and unavailability of necessary agro-chemicals ( x = 3.58) were among the major constraints facing the farmers. Other major constraints include the unavailability of fertilizers ( x = 3.52), high cost of processing palm fruits in mechanized mills ( x = 2.82) and high cost of labour needed to carry out necessary farming operations ( x = 2.28). In many circumstances, the development of sustainable productivity requires increased use of purchased inputs such as seeds, fertilizers, pesticides and equipment. However, these also require the availability of funds; consequently the findings imply that lack of finance is the major constraint facing the oil palm farmers in the area. Again, the findings point to the need for extension services to link farmers to available sources of farm inputs.
Other variables regarded as minor constraints to the use of improved oil palm technologies include unavailability of labour to carry out necessary farming operations ( x = 1.66), complexity of recommended oil palm technologies ( x = 1.56), unavailability of mechanized mills in the area (x = 1.05) and lack of regular contact with extension agents ( x = 0.66). 
*Major constraints Farmers Suggested Solutions to Problems Encountered in Oil Palm Production
Data on Table 7 show farmers' suggested solutions to problems encountered in growing oil palm. Eighty-six percent and 72 percent of the respondents recommended the provision of subsidies on agrochemicals and provision of financial support to farmers, respectively as ways of removing constraints facing the farmers. Provision of subsidies and financial support will not only make the inputs less expensive and affordable but will also enable the farmers to pay for these inputs.
Also, 50 percent of the respondents would want the federal/state governments to make policies that will facilitate land availability and use among farmers as the present land tenure/use does not encourage that. Other suggested solutions were government to encourage cooperative societies, government to train viable/specialist extension agents in oil palm field, government to build agrochemical industries as well as to develop the rural areas.
. 
CONCLUSION
The study showed that majority of the oil palm farmers in the study area were aware and had adopted most of the improved technologies disseminated. However, four yield increasing and product quality technologies namely, planting of leguminous cover crops, use of insecticides, use of herbicides and use of mechanized mills for processing oil palm fruits were not widely adopted.
The findings also show that high yield and production of good quality oil constitutes the two most important objectives of the farmers. A majority (42.67 percent and 40.0 percent) of the respondents indicated the extension agents as the most important and most preferred source of information on improved oil palm technologies.Major constraints associated with adoption of improved oil palm production and processing technologies in the area include high cost of agro-chemicals, high cost of labour and unavailability/scarcity of farm inputs.
These suggest the need for provision of subsidies on agro-chemical, as well as, financial support to farmers, as ways of removing the constraints facing them. Provision of subsidies and financial support will not only make the inputs less expensive and affordable but will also enable the farmers to pay for these inputs and improve their productive capacity
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